She told him about her childhood on a farm and of her love for animals, about country sounds and country smells and of how fresh and clean everything in the country is. She said that he ought to live there and that if he did, he would find that all his troubles were city troubles.
The woman whose opinions are being reported here is Betty, the robust, beautiful heroine of Nathanael West's macabre fable of modern American life, Miss Lonelyhearts. She is offering them to the protagonist, the writer of an advice-to-the-lovelorn column, Miss Lonelyhearts himself, who is neurotically obsessed with the anguish of his correspondents. And he momentarily assents, as many of us would, to Betty's plausible argument. She exaggerates, to be sure, yet who would deny that a great many of our troubles are city troubles? What does give us pause, however, is the notion that we can cope with them by retreating to the country. How shall we take this familiar idea? We know that it is deeply implanted in American culture, and especially in our literary culture. We know that American writers, from the beginning of a distinct national literature, have been fascinated by the theme of withdrawal from a complex, relatively "advanced" civilization to a simpler, more natural environment. This movement in space typically has served to represent a movement of mind and spirit-a quest for a new and happier way of life. And even in the twentieth century, when the theme might be thought to have lost its relevance, it has in fact retained its hold upon the imagination of many of our leading writers. Why? What does it signify? What bearing can it possibly have upon the problems of our urbanized society? My aim here is to answer these questions, and to suggest some ways in which the answers may be useful to those who plan the development of our physical environment.
But as a student of American culture, and one who has been concerned with the interplay between literary and extra-literary experience, I recognize that most attempts to trace the mundane consequences or implications of imaginative writing have been unsatisfactory. The crux of the difficulty is the need to make connections between two kinds of discourse. In poetry and fiction the controlling context is imagistic and metaphoric, and when we attempt to translate its meaning into everyday, practical language we all too often f latten the intricate, multi dimensional structure of image, thought, and feeling; by reducing literary language to merely logical, discursive statements, we lose touch with precisely that affective power that is, after all, the distinctive property of literature-its reason for being. To name this difficulty, however, is to suggest why the present enterprise could be worthwhile. Because imaginative literature remains one of our most delicate and accurate means of joining ideas with emotions, public with private experience, I believe that it can provide insights into the relations between mind and environment that are unavailable elsewhere. I want to show that the literary landscape, properly understood, could help us in planning the future of the actual landscape. I do not propose, of course, that literary works can be made to yield a blueprint or, for that matter, any specific, tangible features of a physical plan. But I do believe that they can help us sort out, clarify, and reorder the principles that guide (or should guide) the planners.
No one needs to be reminded that imaginative writing, especially in the modern era, is a storehouse of ideas and emotions that men have attached to the landscape. In the American consciousness, as D.H. Lawrence observed long ago, the spirit of place is particularly strong. I want to begin, therefore, with an ideal type of a familiar symbolic landscape-one that recurs everywhere in our native literature. This terrain characteristically has three sectors: a community (village, town, or city); a partly developed middle ground, neither urban nor wild; and a wilderness. But this imaginary countryside does not serve our writers merely as a backdrop or setting. In the best known American fables-I am thinking, for example, of Thoreau's Walden, Melville's Moby Dick, and Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn-the symbolic landscape is inseparable from the action or narrative structure, which may
